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T^^ASHiNGTON — Twenty years ago 
this month, as a young reporter on 
The Washington Star, I was one of many 
from its staff assigned to cover the civil 
rights march on Washington. I took the 
assignment with no more sense of histo- 
ry-in-the-making than if I were going to 
cover a Senate committee hearing 
But as the huge crowd gathered, and 
moved in solemn procession down the 
Mall, filling the space before the memori- 
al to Abraham Lincoln, the impact of the 
event began to dawn on every witness. 

And when the afternoon of oratory cli- 
maxed with the impassioned address of 
Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., my heart, I 
expect, was beating as fast as any in the 
multitude. 

BUT THE STORY I wrote that night 
for the Star was less adulatory than ana- 
lytical, trying to assess from the reac- 

But the significance 
of King's life was that 
the means he chose 

— passive resistance 
and passionate oratory 

— transformed and 
elevated the political 
struggle. 

tions of many on the scene and in the 
nearby Capitol what the impact of this 
extraordinary event would be in achiev- 
ing its immediate goal: breaking the 
deadlock on civil rights and social wel- 
lare legislation in Congress. 

The clouds of retrospective senti- 
ment surrounding that summer after- 
noon should not obscure what anyone 
who was there knew: It was a political 
demonstration. It was a political rally 
which King, with his spirit and words 
translated into something of enduring 
moral and historical significance. 

That is worth remembering in the 
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h ? llda y commemorating the 

S«?h *i a Hni f lhe s !? ir ? civil r *ghts leader. 

Such a bill passed the House early this 

moi i£ and awaits action in the Senate 

There is a good deal of cynicism 
about the political consideration X 
persuaded 406 of the 435 representatives 
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to support the measure and which now 
are reportedly causing Presidem ReZ 
gan s aides to think it may be prudent for 
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constituency and a measure the Republi- 
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Gingrich (R-Ga.), “his birthday should 
be celebrated by all Americans as a dem- 
onstration of the virtues of freedom and 
a free society." 

Particularly striking were the words 
of Rep. Ed Bethune (R-Ark.). "As a Re- 
publican and as a former FBI agent, " he 
said, “I rise in strong support of the Mar- 
tin Luther King holiday bill." 

Recalling the civil rights struggles of 
the 1960s in his 
state, Bethune 
asked, “Do you 
know what we 
learned out of all 
that? The great 
changes are not 
made here in the 
legislative cham- 
bers or in the judi- 
cial halls. The 
great changes in 
this world are 
made in the 
hearts and minds 
of men and 
women." 

"I think," he 
said, “that this 
holiday for Martin Luther King will give 
us an annual opportunity to recommit 
ourselves to the proposition that all men 
are created equal. It will nourish the spir- 
it of reconciliation we need so desperate- 
ly in this country right now.” 

Some may read those words as cyni- 
cal political opportunism. I do not. Just as 
King himself surpassed politics, so may 
the act of honoring him. 




